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Abstract 
A number of studies into the coverage of death have provided some 
evidence of journalists giving preference to events from certain regions 
and to certain types of death. This comprehensive evaluation of how 
two German and two Australian newspapers cover death specifically in 
foreign news finds clear evidence that journalists primarily look for 
events in countries which are culturally proximate to their own. The 
cultural proximity thesis here includes links such as cultural, political, 
economic or linguistic connections with a country. Some important 
national differences in how journalists at the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, The Australian and the Sydney Morning 
Herald report on death were also identified. These could be traced to 
some important cultural differences between the two countries, 
underlining the need for more research which locates culture at the core 
of news analysis. 
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Introduction 
In an increasingly inter-connected world, it is imperative for the mass media to 
foster in their audiences an understanding of other cultures, thus contending with 
ethnocentric attitudes and stereotypes. One way of examining whether the media is 
meeting this challenge is to investigate how the print media report on other countries 
in their foreign news section. Do the print media in Australia, for example, report on 
people from Europe differently compared to how they report on people from Africa? 
Of concern here is: what value do the media place on human lives? Do they portray 
human lives from one country as more important than human lives from another 
country? And more generally, how is death portrayed and are there differences in how 
German and Australian quality newspapers portray death?  
 One issue under debate which is important to consider in the context of this 
study is the previously accepted notion that death, in Western countries, has been 
absent from public discourse and only present in a private form. Historian Philippe 
Aries (1974) made this claim, arguing that death was forbidden in modern society 
because of the high value placed by Western culture on happiness, love, life and joy. 
Walter, Littlewood and Pickering (1995) challenged Aries’ claim, arguing that death 
actually appeared regularly and in a variety of forms in the mass media. However, 
they qualified this statement by arguing that only a minority of deaths were actually 
reported in the news, and the stories that were reported, concentrated on the deaths of 
public figures or public deaths of private individuals. “The deaths boldly headlined 
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and portrayed by the news media are extraordinary deaths … They are also types of 
death which, unlike the majority of deaths, typically occur in a public place” (Walter 
et al., 1995, p. 594).  
In a similar vein, Traber (1992, p. 3) has argued that “death as an issue in 
every person’s life is an ‘unmentionable’ subject in both mass media and in media 
research, just as it has been marginalised by contemporary Western culture in 
general”. Thus, Aries’ point about death being absent from public discourse could be 
accepted with the qualification that it was private death that was absent, while public 
death appears quite regularly in the media. “Where death may be ‘located’ in 
symbolic representation includes, at the same time, where and how it may not appear, 
namely as a natural end of everybody’s physical life” (Traber, 1992, p. 3). Traber 
(1992) argued that the increasing secularist attitudes in Western countries had made 
death an event that had to be dealt with as quickly and as unobtrusively as possible.  
 
Representation Of Death In News Media 
 A review of the literature shows that the media appear to place different values 
on people according to their age, gender, status, as well as on the cause of death. 
Importantly, Gerbner (1980) argued that portrayals of death and dying served 
symbolic functions of social typing and control. Thus, dominant social groups tended 
to be overrepresented and overendowed. In his examination of killers and victims on 
US television programs, Gerbner (1980) found women and minorities were most 
likely to be represented as victims. Moeller (1999) echoed these sentiments in her 
examination of the coverage of famine, when she stated that mothers and children 
made ideal victims. Höijer (2004) noted that some victims were simply ‘better’ 
victims than others. This also had to do with who was worthy of compassion. Höijer 
argued that adult men were not worthy of compassion as they were not regarded as 
helpless or innocent. Elderly men, however, were considered weak and therefore more 
worthy of compassion. As Höijer points out, however, these are cultural constructs, as 
in some cultures women who were assaulted by men were not always seen as victims. 
The status of a person can also influence how death is perceived. Palgi and 
Abramovitch (1984) noted that in traditional societies, the death of a chief or a man of 
high standing had much wider-ranging consequences than the death of a stranger, 
slave or child. The cause of death is also important in its representation in the media, 
as has already been pointed out elsewhere, in that the media appear to prefer violent 
death over ‘normal’ death. Combs and Slovic (1979) examined the coverage of causes 
of death in two regional US newspapers, and found that the newspapers 
overemphasised homicides, accidents and disasters but underemphasised death caused 
by diseases. 
 
Reporting On Deaths In Foreign News 
Differences in the representation of death are made when reporting on death 
from abroad. It appears that the further culturally removed a victim, the more 
gruesome photos can be and the less detailed written accounts are (Walter et al., 1995; 
Sontag, 2003). Walter et al. (1995, p. 587) argued that the more an audience could 
identify with the victims, the more interest was shown in the story – the so-called ‘it 
could have happened to me’ effect. This would also imply that the type of death 
would be important, in that if the audience can relate with the circumstances, they 
might identify more easily with the event. Carruthers (2000, p. 277) noted that the 
dead during “one of ‘our wars’” were also less likely to be represented in 
photographs, whereas “their dead” were more acceptable to be shown.  
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A search of the literature shows that only a few studies have focussed on the 
coverage of death in international news. In an attempt to allow for some kind of 
formula which could be compared with anecdotal formulae from journalists, such as 
“one Australian is worth five Americans, 20 Italians, 50 Japanese, 100 Russians, 500 
Indians and 1000 Africans” (Romei, 2004, p. 5), Burdach (1988) examined Munich 
tabloid Die Abendzeitung’s coverage of accidental death over a six-month period in 
1972. Burdach found that, to reach the minimum space of 10 sq cm for a tabloid news 
story, accidents at a distance of 10,000km would need to show at least 39 deaths, 
those at 1000km at least 6.5 deaths and those at a distance of 100km only 1.1 deaths.  
 While useful as a reference point, there are weaknesses in Burdach’s study. 
Firstly, the study is outdated as the media environment has changed drastically since 
1972. Secondly, and most important, by examining only the geographical distance of 
an event, Burdach’s study is too simplistic. Almost certainly would a Munich tabloid 
cover a death in the US differently from a death in an African country which might be 
the same distance from Munich but much further away culturally.  
 In a more holistic approach, Adams (1986) examined US TV coverage of 
natural disasters between 1972 and 1985, and found that earthquakes, typhoons and 
floods in the countries of the Third World received proportionately little attention 
compared to other regions of the world. Not satisfied with the simple geographic 
factors, Adams tested a number of explanatory variables, among them factors such as 
cultural proximity. He found a number of factors such as: (a) the number of US 
tourists to a particular area; (b) the number of estimated disaster deaths within the first 
hours of the disaster; and (c) the distance from New York City. Other factors included 
the gross national product of the affected country, the gross national product per 
capita, the political and economic ties with the United States, the number of US 
citizens having family ties with the affected country as well as the proportion of 
leading journalists with an ethnicity in common with the affected country.  
Part of Herman and Chomsky’s (1988) seminal work on the political economy 
of the media was based on the coverage of death in foreign news. They compared the 
US media coverage of the murder of Polish priest Jerzy Popieluszko with that of 100 
religious murders in El Salvador and Guatemala. Analysing the coverage of the New 
York Times, Time magazine, Newsweek and CBS News, Herman and Chomsky (1988) 
found that the murder of Popieluszko was both quantitatively and qualitatively more 
intensely covered than all the other cases taken together. Arguing that there were 
“worthy victims” (people abused in enemy states) and “unworthy victims” (those 
abused by the media’s own country or its clients), Herman and Chomsky (1988: 39) 
stated the coverage of worthy victims was more generous, included gory details and 
quoted expressions of outrage and demands for justice, while the coverage of 
unworthy victims was more low-key.  
Identification with victims appears to be an important criterion in the selection 
of foreign news that deal with death, as pointed out previously. As noted by Walter, 
Littlewood and Pickering (1995), the often-cited tongue-in-cheek calculations by 
journalists suggested that the more easily an audience could identify with a victim, the 
more interest was shown in the story. “This does not support the hypothesis that 
audiences take particular pleasure in the pain of others, but rather that the more 
personally threatening the story is (‘it could have happened to me’), the more interest 
is shown” (Walter et al., 1995, p. 587).  
Moeller (1999) analysed the US news media’s coverage of diseases, famine, 
war and death and studied journalists’ criteria for publishing these events. In her 
study, Moeller also provided a number of tongue-in-cheek calculations attributed to 
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American journalists, such as “one dead fireman in Brooklyn is worth five English 
bobbies, who are worth 50 Arabs, who are worth 500 Africans” (Moeller, 1999, p. 
22). Moeller argued that “we tend to care most about those closest to us, most like us. 
We care about those with whom we identify” (1999, p. 22). Those with whom we 
identify will be from countries that share similar world views, values, political 
systems, histories, languages, etc.  
 
Methodology 
In order to address some of the problems which arose due to past studies’ 
narrow foci or analyses, this study employed a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative analyses. The foreign news coverage of two German newspapers 
(Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and Süddeutsche Zeitung), as well as two Australian 
newspapers (The Australian and The Sydney Morning Herald) was analysed during 
September and October 2004. The advantage of using content analysis in this study is 
that it allowed the researcher to quantify what types of deaths in which countries were 
covered in each newspaper’s international news pages. A total of 51 issues per 
newspaper was analysed during the period of September 1 to October 31, 2004. 
Articles were coded according to date of publication, newspaper, headline, page 
number(s), section of the newspaper, photograph, dateline, source, word count, type 
of event, event code, country of event, nationality of dead, and number of dead. In 
addition, eight journalists at each of the four newspapers were interviewed in depth 
about the reporting of death in foreign news. Only journalists involved with the 
selection of foreign news were interviewed. Participants included editors, sub-editors, 
foreign desk workers and photographers.  
Both the Frankfurter Allgemeine and Süddeutsche enjoy a reputation for being 
the best quality newspapers in Germany, and the FAZ also regularly features in 
listings of the world’s top 10 newspapers (Pressetext, 2003). While the Frankfurter 
Allgemeine has a special focus on economic reporting, it is nevertheless regarded as 
the leading German newspaper when it comes to political reporting and foreign news. 
Both newspapers boast the largest circulation of German quality dailies and are highly 
regarded for their international coverage due to their large networks of correspondents 
(Meyn, 2001). 
The Australian and The Sydney Morning Herald were selected because both 
newspapers are regarded as being among the leading newspapers in Australia. The 
Australian, owned by Rupert Murdoch’s News Ltd, is the country’s only non-finance 
national daily and has an extensive coverage of international news. The Sydney 
Morning Herald, owned by Fairfax Ltd., is widely regarded as one of the top two 
quality newspapers in Australia, the other being its stable mate The Age. Neither The 
Australian nor the Herald has the number of international correspondents that the two 
German newspapers have.  
 It is important to note one aspect in which the newspaper environments in 
Germany and Australia differ, which will be apparent in the discussion section further 
below. Esser (1999) has noted that in Germany 79 to 90 per cent of newspapers are 
home-delivered, while in Australia subscription rates are much lower at around 40 to 
50 per cent (Kirkpatrick, 1994). This has an important influence on newspaper design, 
photographs and headlines in Australian publications. As Bonney and Wilson (1983, 
p. 298) point out, headlines in Australian newspapers are designed “not primarily to 
inform, but to whet the appetite of city commuters”. The use of eye-catching 
headlines as well as visual appeals (for example, large photos on the front page but 
also the use of display advertising on billboards) has the purpose of attracting readers 
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to buy the newspaper. This could mean that Australian newspapers might 
sensationalise stories of disasters in order to sell newspapers, whereas German 
newspapers have a luxury of sorts where the front page is not always the most 
important selling point. 
 
Results Of Content Analysis 
In relation to the results of the content analysis, one needs to consider an 
important point. Some stories merely mentioned a deadly event towards the end, 
while the main focus of the story was something different. This was often the case in 
stories about Iraq, where at times the focus was on political events, and the story 
mentioned a bombing in a paragraph towards the end. In line with the parameters of 
the study, these stories were counted, yet of course they may not necessarily have 
been the main reason for the story being published. This is evident in the number of 
headlines which mentioned death. While there were 997 stories overall that included 
news of the death of at least one person, only 336 stories in total referred to death(s) 
in the headline. That is, only around one-third of stories in each newspaper appeared 
to be written with the death of a person or persons as the immediate focus of the story. 
The remaining stories mentioned the death of a person or people but these events 
played a minor role in the story. 
It should be noted here that perhaps an unusually high number of high-impact 
events occurred during the months of September and October 2004. Yet, the two 
months provided a very large and particularly rich amount of data to compare the 
coverage amongst the four newspapers. This was important, as a main aim of this 
study was to find out how newspapers cover death and how they differ in their 
representations of death. The large amount of data enabled such a detailed analysis.  
 
Causes Of Death By Event 
  In total, the four newspapers published news stories about 261 fatal 
events. No newspaper, however, published an account for each of these events. The 
Süddeutsche reported the most, at 143 events (55 per cent), while the Frankfurter 
Allgemeine published news stories about 139 events (53 per cent), The Australian 135 
(52 per cent) and the Herald 115 (44 per cent) (Table 1).  
 
[Insert Table 1 here] 
 
By far the most frequently reported event was violent death, with between 73 
per cent (Frankfurter Allgemeine) and 65 per cent (Herald) of events reported falling 
into this category. Accidents ranked second in terms of prominence, with the 
exception of the Herald. Between 10 per cent (Süddeutsche and Herald) and 16 per 
cent (The Australian) of events reported were about deaths as a result of accidents. 
However, in the case of the Herald, natural death was much more prominent, with 14 
per cent of events coded accordingly. Such deaths did not rank as highly in the other 
three newspapers, which reported natural death in only 5 to 7 per cent of events. 
Deaths from natural disasters were reported in 6 to 7 per cent of events in all papers. 
Deaths from disease were reported very rarely by all newspapers, a finding which 
corresponds with the results of Combs and Slovic’s (1979) study of US newspapers’ 
coverage of causes of death.  
 
[Insert Table 2 here] 
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As shown in Table 2, accidents, violent deaths and natural disasters all 
received considerably more attention in terms of stories per event than the other 
events, lending further support to Combs and Slovic’s (1979) findings. Some national 
differences were also identified, with Australian newspapers publishing more stories 
per violent event than German newspapers. 
However, the results were skewed due to one important event, namely the 
bombing outside the Australian embassy in Jakarta, in which 11 people died, all of 
them Indonesians. This event was classified as a news story about foreign death, but 
its nature gave it a domestic flavour for Australian newspapers, leading to a large 
number of stories there. As a result, The Australian published 48 stories on the 
bombing and the Herald 45. The Frankfurter Allgemeine and Süddeutsche published 
five and three stories respectively. If this event was excluded, the newspapers would 
display a more even number of stories per event of violent death: The Australian 
would have published 1.88 stories per event and the Herald 1.77, compared with 1.48 
stories in the Frankfurter Allgemeine and 1.88 in the Süddeutsche. Therefore, it can be 
said that all newspapers published roughly the same number of stories per event of 
violent death, with the possible exception of the Frankfurter Allgemeine, which 
published comparatively fewer stories than the others.  
 
Photographs 
Examining the amount of photographs that appeared alongside stories about 
foreign death, one cannot identify any national dimensions solely on the basis of the 
data. The Frankfurter Allgemeine published by far the least photographs, at only 39 
stories with a photo, or 18 per cent of the overall number of stories published. The 
Australian published the most, with almost half the number of stories being published 
with a photo (129 stories/45 per cent). The Herald and Süddeutsche published a 
comparable amount of photographs, at 93 (39 per cent) and 90 (35 per cent) 
respectively.  
 But not all stories about death also meant death was visible in accompanying 
photos. In fact, in line with Aries’ (1974) claims about death’s absence from public 
discourse, very few photographs showed death at all. As Table 3 shows, only roughly 
4.5 per cent of stories (16 stories out of 357) that included photographs actually 
showed a dead person in the photograph. This finding is reasonably in line with 
Singletary and Lamb’s (1984) finding that only 2.7 per cent of award-winning 
photographs showed graphic details such as blood. In fact, if we reduce the analysis to 
only pictures which showed blood, the number in this study would be five, or 1.4 per 
cent. Even if one adds to the photos of death the portrayal of body bags and coffins as 
well as the event of someone being killed, the total figure rises to 27 of 357 stories, or 
7.5 per cent. Overall, the vast majority of photographs showed the dead people when 
they were still alive or showed general scenes of destruction that did not include 
bodies. A large number of stories also included photos that were unrelated to the 
deaths. This is not surprising considering the previous finding that a number of stories 
did not have death as the main focus.  
 
[Insert Table 3 here] 
 
Some national dimensions become apparent when examining the photographs. 
It appears that Australian newspapers are more open to showing death in news photos 
than are German newspapers, while German newspapers tend to prefer to show 
photos of people from when they were still alive. However, there are clear distinctions 
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within the Australian setting itself. The Australian showed the most amount of death, 
with 11 stories including a photo of a corpse. The Herald published four such stories, 
while the Süddeutsche published two and the Frankfurter Allgemeine no such story. 
These differences were also apparent in individual interviews with journalists. 
Journalists at The Australian were reasonably open to showing death, as long as it was 
not too gruesome. At the Herald, the inclination was to not show death, but this 
appeared to be based mainly on a senior editorial directive. A number of Herald 
journalists actually displayed similar feelings to the journalists of The Australian. In 
both German newspapers, however, there was strong opposition to publishing photos 
of the dead, even if they were ‘bad’ people (eg. Saddam Hussein’s sons Uday and 
Qusay). Australian journalists had fewer problems with publishing photographs of 
dead ‘bad’ people. German journalists’ responses appeared to be mainly influenced by 
the consideration of Menschenwürde (human dignity), which was also apparent in the 
use of language and which will be discussed later. 
 
Words Accorded Per Death 
 This study also examined briefly the amount of words accorded to stories that 
included death. It was decided to analyse how many words per death were published 
in regard to certain regions around the world, but these figures would have to be taken 
with much caution, in a similar way that Burdach’s (1988) findings or the anecdotes 
reported by Romei (2004) and Moeller (1999) had to be considered with caution. 
Table 4 shows the results of calculations based on the size of stories in relation to the 
number of deaths. 
 Not surprisingly, there is a big discrepancy for Southeast Asia, caused by 
Australian newspapers’ heavy coverage of the Jakarta embassy bombing. If one 
excludes the Jakarta event from the analysis, the Frankfurter Allgemeine would have 
given 7.84 words to each death from Southeast Asia, the Süddeutsche 8.46, The 
Australian 29.67 and the Herald 34.75, still a considerable difference.  
 
[Insert Table 4 here] 
 
Africa is the least well represented, mainly due to the fact that a majority of 
stories from Africa concentrated on the refugee crisis in Darfur (Sudan) and generally 
featured death tolls of 50,000 or 70,000. Naturally then, the amount of words per 
death was not high. The EU, the rest of Europe and North America were strongly 
represented in all four newspapers, which was expected due to the strong cultural 
links both Australia and Germany have with all of these regions. South Asia, with its 
higher immigrant cultures in Australia, also features more strongly in Australian 
newspapers. 
Latin America was also well represented, a surprising finding, but it needs to 
be noted that only very few stories from this region were published, thus constituting 
a very small and possibly unrepresentative sample. In general, these results are to be 
read with much caution due to the previous qualifications. 
 
Journalists’ News Values In Covering Death In Foreign News 
To add greater depth to the raw data gathered in the content analysis, eight 
journalists at each newspaper were interviewed in regard to foreign news values, 
values of death, as well as attitudes to language. In relation to general news values in 
foreign news, journalists’ responses generally identified proximity as an important 
factor. Journalists from both Australia and Germany argued that countries which were 
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similar in terms of cultural factors, such as world views, values, political and 
economic systems, as well as history and language were more likely to be reported 
than countries with which these links did not exist. The importance of cultural 
proximity as a news factor has been well documented in other studies (eg. Galtung 
and Ruge, 1970; Schulz, 1976; Harcup and O’Neill, 2001). It also supports the main 
thesis of the study – that cultural links are among the most important determinants in 
foreign news. 
News fatigue, which has also been termed ‘compassion fatigue’ (Moeller, 
1999), plays an important role in the selection of fatal events. Events which happen 
again and again somehow lose news value. Such events, according to journalists from 
both countries, included floods in Bangladesh, killings in Colombia, bus crashes in 
India, conflict in Thailand, famine in an African country and bomb attacks in Iraq. 
“You just get a bit immune to the buses going over cliffs in China and India, ferries 
going down in the Philippines or Bangladesh,” one Australian journalist said. 
However, there are a number of factors which can overcome news fatigue. 
Firstly, if the event occurs in a country where many cultural links exist, news fatigue 
does not seem to be very strong. For example, while the conflict in the Middle East 
may not always make it onto page one any more, it still figures strongly in Western 
newspapers’ foreign news coverage, as shown in the results of the content analysis 
and as studies such as Schulz’s (2001) have demonstrated. A second factor which can 
help a story to overcome news fatigue is the number of the dead involved. Quite 
logically, a large death toll will always give a story a better chance of making it into a 
newspaper. “If there is a really big disaster in Bangladesh, like a flood with hundreds 
or thousands of dead then of course this event will again move back into the centre of 
attention,” one German journalist said. 
 
Types Of People 
 When considering journalists’ news values in relation to nationalities, it 
appears that home country deaths are considered extremely important by journalists. 
“German dead are always more interesting than, for example, Nepalese dead,” one 
German journalist said. Similarly, the importance of Australian deaths was frequently 
cited by journalists at the Herald and The Australian. There seems to be a further 
distinction between the dead from culturally close countries and those from distant 
countries. This supports Moeller’s (1999, p. 22) observation that “we tend to care 
most about those closest to us, most like us”. It also supports Meech’s (1992) finding 
that nationality was an important selection criterion in stories about death. At the time 
interviews were conducted with Australian journalists, an Australian military 
helicopter had crashed on an aid mission in Indonesia, killing nine servicemen. One 
Australian journalist pointed out this was an important news event as they were fellow 
Australians which were “people like us. And if it happens in Britain they are a little 
bit like us. And in America they are quite like us. There are strong connections, 
maybe New Zealand as well. And then in different parts of the world the connection is 
not as great, and the cultural differences are greater.”  
 It is not only the nationality of the dead that is important but also the type of 
person that dies, as other researchers such as Gerbner (1980), Moeller, (1999) and 
Höijer (2004) have noted. According to these studies, children, women and the elderly 
appear to be given special consideration. These sentiments were also apparent in the 
opinions expressed by German and Australian journalists, who reported that children 
and the elderly had special status. In addition, the prominence of a person mattered. 
Some Australian journalists noted the importance of a pope dying as an example.  
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Use Of Language In Headlines 
The interviews also revealed some significant differences in the way German 
and Australian journalists used language in headlines about death. One important 
example in this regard was a headline about the aftermath of the Beslan school siege 
in North Ossetia, during which around 350 people died. All German journalists 
rejected the headline “Town’s farewell to slaughtered innocents”, which was 
translated as Ort verabschiedet sich von den geschlachteten Unschuldigen (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2004, p. 11). The main reasons for rejection were the harshness of 
the German word geschlachtet (quite literally ‘slaughtered’) and the use of the term 
‘innocents’. In fact, the more neutral term getötet (killed) was accepted by all 
journalists. Another issue here was the use of the term ‘innocents’, which represents 
the children and women killed. German journalists considered such language as too 
much of a value judgment, which, they said, needed to be avoided. Australian 
journalists did not have much of a problem with this headline. Only two journalists, 
one each from The Australian and the Herald, rejected the headline on the basis that it 
was too strong a judgment to use ‘slaughtered innocents’ when referring to those who 
died in Beslan. A small number of the journalists noted that the use of terms such as 
‘slaughtered’ and ‘innocents’ could be problematic, but in this case they believed their 
use was adequate.  
Opinions also differed between German and Australian journalists regarding a 
headline about the aftermath of a bomb explosion in front of the Australian embassy 
in Jakarta, in which 11 Indonesians died. Again, almost all German journalists 
rejected the headline “Guard reveals bloody carnage at the gates of hell” (translated as 
Wächter berichtet von blutigem Massaker an den Toren der Hölle) (The Australian, 
2004a, p. 9). Particularly the use of strong terms such as ‘bloody carnage’ or apparent 
value judgments like ‘gates of hell’ did not sit well with German journalists, many of 
whom said carnage (translated as Massaker) was always bloody. There appears to be 
an issue in terms of the translation however, as the word carnage in English does not 
always refer to bloody events, but also destruction generally. Yet even the term 
bloody (blutig) was not acceptable to a number of journalists, who believed the term 
was well-worn and sensationalising. Once again, the term bloody in English can have 
different connotations, such as its use in swearing (‘bloody hell’), rendering the term 
perhaps not as stark as it is in German. The use of the phrase ‘gates of hell’ was also 
rejected by all German journalists. Australian journalists appeared to be more relaxed 
about the use of this headline than their German counterparts, although opinions were 
about half in favour and half against. Reasons for not using the headline were similar 
to the ones German journalists gave; those who rejected the headline said it was too 
sensationalist. The phrase ‘bloody carnage’ did not seem to be a major issue, with 
almost all journalists saying it was fine to use.  
It needs to be pointed out here that the above comparisons in language use 
need to be viewed with caution, due to general linguistic differences between the 
German and English, as well as the different news cultures in Germany and Australia. 
While FAZ and Süddeutsche are generally very restrained in their use of colourful 
language, in comparison, Australian newspapers show more tabloid tendencies which 
may allow more use of emotive language. Direct translation of words is also 
problematic as language exists within a cultural environment that has to be taken into 
account, and any such comparison as the above one on semantic details needs to be 
viewed in light of this (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005: 328).  
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Clear differences between German and Australian journalists were evident in 
the acceptability of humour in headlines. Confronted with the headline “Derrida is 
deconstructed at 74” (Derrida mit 74 Jahren de-konstruiert) (The Australian, 2004b, 
p. 16), all German journalists rejected it outright, while all Australian journalists 
found its use quite acceptable. The reasons for the German journalists’ rejection lay in 
the argument that “one does not joke about the dead”. The problem with publishing 
such a headline was also attributed to the readers’ reaction. “If something like that 
slips out just once, we would immediately get hundreds of letters from outraged 
people,” a German journalist said. Many journalists also did not think it was a great 
pun to begin with. In contrast to German journalists, all Australian journalists found 
the use of puns in headlines completely acceptable, as long as the person who died did 
so peacefully, and not as a result of violence.  
There are obvious differences in the acceptability of humour in headlines 
about death as perceived by journalists in the two countries. These can be traced back 
to the respective cultures, as German culture is generally regarded by English 
speakers, rightly or wrongly, as humourless, while Australian culture, which can be 
traced back to English culture, sees humour differently. German linguist Hans-Dieter 
Gelfert (1998) compared English and German humour as cultural phenomena and 
argued there were distinct differences between the two. He argued that German 
humour was either moralising (ridiculing the disturber of the social order) or 
gemütlich (creating a tension-free zone). In contrast, the English values of individual 
freedom meant its humour poked fun at everyone and disrespected any form of 
authority. Gelfert listed four typical forms of English humour: eccentricity (against 
the authority of social conventions); wordplay (against the authority of serious 
discourse); nonsense (against the authority of sense); and black humour (against the 
authority of morals).  
 
Discussion 
As evident in the preceding results and discussions, German and Australian 
newspapers still displayed some distinctive differences in how they cover death in 
foreign news. Differences in terms of the location of events could be expected and 
were found to be determined primarily by cultural and geographic proximity. But 
cultural values and how they impact on journalism practice account for some 
important differences. In the discussion on the acceptable use of language as well as 
photographs we have seen that in general, German journalists were generally more 
restricted in what is deemed acceptable than Australian journalists.  
One reason lies perhaps in the fact that the Australian journalist union’s code 
of ethics is much less detailed, consisting of only 12 clauses. In regard to privacy, the 
code merely states: “Respect private grief and personal privacy. Journalists have the 
right to resist compulsion to intrude” (Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, 2005). 
There are no further explanatory sub-clauses. The Australian Press Council, the self-
regulatory body of the print media, addresses the issue in two clauses of its Statement 
of Principles. These clauses state that newspapers should report with respect for 
privacy and sensibilities of individuals. 
 The clauses are relatively broad to allow for individual circumstances, but past 
adjudications by the Press Council give some insights into how they are applied. The 
Council’s executive director Jack R. Herman (2002) reported how the Council had 
argued that the publication of scenes from overseas events, which identified 
individuals, was more acceptable:  
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The Council has adopted a general approach that there is a difference between 
photographs of the unidentified victims of foreign carnage and a front-page 
picture of a body in a local community where the victim is well known. (…) It 
is a matter of balancing the use that can be made of a picture that might be 
considered offensive against the public interest in having the matter brought to 
attention (Australian Press Council, cited in Herman, 2002). 
 
 Hurst and White (1994) have noted that pictures of human agony boosted 
newspaper sales, thus identifying a possible profit motive behind such decisions to 
publish graphic photos and sensational headlines. As Australian newspapers are 
mainly sold at newsagencies, decisions that will add this drama to news coverage can 
be seen in light of the need to sell papers. In contrast, German quality newspapers, as 
they are mainly subscription-based, are obviously not confronted with this problem.  
 In Germany, the Pressekodex (ethics code) includes a larger number of clauses 
than the Australian code and is far more prescriptive with many sub-clauses. Of the 
16 clauses, four can be applied to the issue of the coverage of death. Clause 1 states 
that the highest precept of the press is the respect for truth, respect for human dignity 
and truthful reporting (Deutscher Presserat, 2005, p. 3). Clause 8 states that the press 
needs to respect people’s privacy. In sub-clause 8.1 the code states that the naming 
and visual illustration of victims and culprits are generally not justified in the 
reporting of accidents, crimes, investigations and court cases. Further, as sub-clause 
8.2 states, victims of accidents or crimes have a right to special protection of their 
identities. Some exceptions could be made for public persons or in special 
circumstances.  
 Two further clauses of the Pressekodex apply to covering death. Clause 10 
states that written or visual publications which could offend moral or religious 
sensibilities are not allowed. Clause 11 deals with the sensational depiction of 
violence and brutality. Thus, according to sub-clause 11.1, a depiction is 
inappropriately sensational when the person is disparaged down to an object, a bare 
instrument. Further, sub-clause 11.3 states that the reporting on accidents and 
disasters is to be restricted by the respect for the suffering of victims and the feelings 
of relatives. Those affected by the event should, as a rule, not become victims a 
second time through the nature of the reporting.  
In light of the preceding analysis, German journalists have a more explicit rule 
system to work with than do Australian journalists. A reason for this can be found in 
some of the fundamental cultural differences, as identified by the anthropologist Geert 
Hofstede (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). As it offers a number of dimensions along 
which to classify cultures, Hofstede’s work is important in the context of this study, 
yet it has not been without criticism. Some scholars have noted that Hofstede 
generalised about national cultures on the basis of a few questionnaires from IBM 
subsidiaries in some countries, who could also not be representative of whole cultures 
(McSweeney, 2002). Servaes (2002) also argued that Hofstede made the implicit 
argument that there existed regional or (sub)continental clusters of cultures, for 
example an Asian or European culture. Servaes argued that, for some of the value 
dimensions, some countries would actually differ considerably internally as well as 
externally. Yet, a number of studies have since applied Hofstede’s work in other 
studies, and in particular the individualism-collectivism dimension has been tested 
numerous times (Gudykunst and Lee, 2003; Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). 
According to Hofstedes’ value dimensions, Germany is a strong uncertainty-
avoiding country, while Australia is considered as weak uncertainty-avoiding. 
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Hofstede has noted that uncertainty-avoiding cultures favour precise laws over more 
general laws. This would also apply more generally to language and its complexity in 
rules. Hofstede found that most English-speaking countries had weak uncertainty-
avoidance, while German-speaking countries were medium-high uncertainty-
avoiding. They pointed out that, in high uncertainty-avoiding countries, language 
tends to be governed by more complex rules, explaining in part why German 
journalists were more concerned about linguistic details. 
Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) have argued that what is ethical depends on a 
culture’s value position. It is clear that Australia and Germany both adhere to Judeo-
Christian principles, and in fact, overall, the codes of conduct do not differ all that 
much in their basic ideas. But there appear to be small differences in their details. The 
common theme running through interviews with German journalists is the 
consideration of Menschenwürde (human dignity). This was well expressed by a 
journalist from the Süddeutsche Zeitung: “Would you want to be shown like that in 
the newspaper? I think it’s disfiguring. And that’s about respect for the dead, and it 
doesn’t matter where he is from or whether he is culprit or victim.” These sentiments 
are important, as they were not as clearly displayed by Australian journalists. Cultural 
differences in this regard might well be accountable for these sentiments, in that 
Australia ranks higher on Hofstede’s individualism scale.  
Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) have argued that individualist countries value 
individual interests over collective interests. While both countries are considered 
individualist compared to 72 other countries and regions, Australia ranks second only 
to the US on this scale, scoring 91, while Germany scores 67 and is ranked 18th. 
Comparatively then, Germans could be expected to value the benefit to the collective 
society somewhat more so than Australians. Therefore, German journalists may take 
into consideration the privacy of the dead from other countries as much as they would 
for their own compatriots, a sentiment that was expressed in the interviews.  
An added factor, too, may lie in the two countries’ geographic location. While 
Germany has land borders with nine countries and lies in the centre of Europe, 
Australia has no land borders and is geographically isolated, particularly from 
countries which have similar cultures. Thus, Germans would possibly be able to relate 




The coverage of death in the foreign news of German and Australian 
newspapers shows some broad similarities, but also distinct differences. Newspapers 
from both countries concentrated on deaths from countries which were close to them, 
with a variety of factors determining proximity – for example, cultural, political, 
economic and linguistic links. This finding points to the continuing need to use 
culture as the central focus of comparative news coverage analyses, as mere 
politically or economically-focused approaches appear not to be sufficient in this 
regard. All four newspapers also showed similar trends in terms of what types of 
death are newsworthy. Thus, the ideal death occurs in a culturally close country, is 
violent and includes women and/or children.  
Some distinct differences in coverage were apparent in how quality 
newspapers in Australia and Germany reported on death in terms of use of language 
and pictures. While Australian newspapers were quite happy to use graphic language 
and even humour in headlines, German journalists preferred the use of neutral 
language. Similarly, despite some internal differences, Australian journalists could be 
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said to be more relaxed about showing death in photographs, while there was a strong 
reluctance among German journalists to show any graphic photos of death. 
Importantly, these differences also need to be seen in the light of some significant 
cultural differences, which again highlight the argument for a more culture-oriented 
analysis of news reporting.  
This study has had some limitations, of course. Firstly, only quality 
newspapers were examined. Future studies would need to investigate whether similar 
differences would apply to tabloid newspapers and also other news media, such as TV 
and the Internet. An investigation of audience perceptions might also prove useful in 
order to find out how readers regard the use, or lack, of graphic images. The area of 
the coverage of death in foreign news is a fascinating yet little-researched topic. But 
as has been noted above, it is important to examine whether and in which way news 
media place different values on lives from different cultures. In a world of ever-
increasing contact between people from different cultures, the media’s role in 
fostering an understanding between cultures can be crucial in this aspect. 
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Table 1: Causes of death 
 FAZ SZ The Australian SMH 
Total 
events 139 100% 143 100% 135 100% 115 100% 
Accident 15 11% 15 10% 21 16% 12 10% 
Violent 101 73% 98 69% 92 68% 75 65% 
Disease 1 1% 0 0% 1 1% 2 2% 
Natural 
death 8 6% 7 5% 9 7% 16 14% 
Natural 
Disaster 10 7% 10 7% 9 7% 7 6% 
Suicide 3 2% 2 1% 1 1% 2 2% 
Unclear 1 1% 3 2% 2 1% 1 1% 
 
 
Table 2: Stories published per event 
 FAZ SZ The Australian SMH 
Overall 
average 1.54 1.81 2.11 2.08 
Accident 1.20 1.13 1.19 1.17 
Violent 1.51 1.90 2.38 2.35 
Disease 1.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 
Natural 
death 1.00 1.00 1.11 1.06 
Natural 
Disaster 3.00 4.40 3.00 3.71 
Suicide 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Unclear 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Note: Ratio calculated by dividing number of stories with the number of events 
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Table 3: Content of Photographs 
 FAZ SZ The Australian SMH 
Alive 11 28% 23 26% 21 16% 19 20% 
Injured 3 8% 3 3% 16 12% 9 10% 
Killing 0 0 0 0 2 2% 1 1% 
Body bags 
or coffins 2 5% 0 0 4 3% 2 2% 
Corpse 0 0 2 2% 11 9% 3 3% 
Grief 1 3% 8 9% 6 5% 4 4% 
Destruction 14 36% 22 24% 31 24% 21 23% 
Unrelated 8 21% 32 36% 38 29% 34 36% 
Total 39 100% 90 100% 129 100% 93 100% 
(Note: Where stories were accompanied by more than one photo, the dominant 
photograph was coded.) 
 
Table 4: Words accorded to one death by regions 
 
 FAZ SZ The Australian SMH 
European 
Union 33.39 131.95 101.17 81 
Rest of Europe 
(incl. Russia) 56.69 41.46 69.53 45.09 
Middle East 22.74 20.99 31.37 23.61 
South Asia 9.3 11.48 17.94 28.42 
Southeast Asia 27.35 17.85 209.33 299.80 
East Asia 13.52 8.99 6.29 8.13 
Africa 0.06 0.06 0.14 0.07 
North America 50.35 49.89 66.13 129.79 
Caribbean 2.04 2.41 2.75 1.1 
Latin America 24.15 19.5 42.5 85.83 
Oceania   33 374 
N/A    63 
Note: Words per death were calculated by dividing total number of words per region 
by number of dead per region.  
 
